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I. Six Matches

	FELIX

	If anyone had asked Felix what he’d be doing tonight, he would have replied with his new usual: staying out of trouble. He’d promised himself he’d get through senior year with no drugs and no wild parties where he’d stumble home blackout drunk like he’d done all summer. He’d get passable grades, get into community college, and just stay out of trouble for once. Easy.

	Except tonight could go either way.

	Felix still wasn’t sure how he’d ended up in the backseat of Charlie’s beat-up car that stalled at every red light near 2AM. He would have believed it was a dream if Vivian wasn’t speaking at length about her grand scheme, using all sorts of technical terms Felix wouldn’t have known on his own.

	In all honesty, Charlie and Vivian hardly ever spoke to Felix. Sure, they knew of each other given they all went to the same elementary, middle, and high school, but they never really got on. Beyond ‘hello’, ‘goodbye’, ‘what the hell do you want’ (that was more Charlie’s line), and ‘no, you can’t cheat off my homework’, Felix hardly had reason to talk to them. Still, they’d cornered him at his locker earlier today and told him their plan to debunk the oldest urban legend in town for Vivian’s paranormal blog.

	And of course, Felix jumped at the chance to help. 

	Now, he was seriously reconsidering it. They crept through side streets to not draw attention to themselves as they made their way to the woods. Every time they passed a streetlight, Felix caught his reflection and all he saw in his expression was dread. He looked away from himself after a few lights and tried to keep it together. He’d agreed to help; he couldn’t renege on it now. It was just a silly urban legend.

	Even if people who went into the woods sometimes never came out.

	He would have been completely fine with the plan if he’d convinced Jaden to come too. Jaden was his best friend (and maybe crush, but Felix wouldn’t admit that to anyone) and was a calming presence. The guy had such an unflappable air about him, nothing ever seemed to bother him. His no-nonsense attitude would keep anything paranormal in perspective. 

	Felix certainly tried to convince him, but Jaden had given him a hard no. Besides hating anything ghost related, the team had decided to try a few god-awful morning practices before classes. Jaden had no business being outside, let alone awake, at 2AM.

	The urge to open the car door and roll out to get away tempted Felix all the same. His nerves were going to do him in before they even got to the woods. 

	No. Not happening. He would not go down that way. Instead of everything that could go wrong, Felix turned his attention to Charlie and Vivian. Charlie was driving and looked about as on edge as Felix felt. Then again, she always looked on edge; it kept people from bothering her.

	Tall and lean, she could have been in sports too if she didn’t hate much of the student body. She had long, pale blonde hair always drawn tight in a ponytail and Felix bet no one had ever been stupid enough to crack an off-color blonde joke at her expense. She always dressed in a t-shirt and skinny jeans paired with no-nonsense boots Felix was sure had seen a lot of kicked asses in their time. Besides her general vibe and look, she always included the occult in her school projects like she was daring anyone to mess with her. 

	Felix admired her for that and part of him wished he had her confidence.

	Vivian, on the other hand, was short and stout, and soft to Charlie’s hard edge. She kept her curly brown hair short, letting it frame her face, and always had her signature red glasses. Most of her wardrobe consisted of bright colors and anything cute, putting her at odds with Charlie’s usual style.

	When Vivian wasn’t acing everything at school, she regularly updated her paranormal blog with tales of the urban legends she debunked. Though she was generally soft-spoken and probably the smartest kid in their entire school, no one ever messed with her because they knew if they did, Charlie would materialize out of nowhere ready to fight. Felix had seen it once their freshman year; some upperclassman mocked her glasses for being out of style and just as they’d tried to take them, Charlie had come flying around the corner throwing fists. It’d left a lasting impression on the student body; no one messed with Charlie and by extension, Vivian. 

	“Are you listening back there?” Vivian’s voice cut through Felix’s meandering thoughts and he shot upright.

	“Yes, ma’am!”

	Charlie groaned. “Were not,” she snapped. Felix opened his mouth to protest and promptly shut it as he met her glare in the rearview mirror. “All right, smart guy, what did she just say?”

	Felix sighed dramatically and flopped against the backseat. Leave it to Charlie to throw a pop-quiz at him. Never was good at them. He caught Charlie’s gaze in the mirror again, grinning, but it just earned him an even meaner death glare and he straightened back up. 

	Definitely on edge. 

	“Fine, fine,” he said. “Okay.” He wracked his brain to remember what Vivian was saying earlier. “Vivian’s gonna be filming with some special app on her phone while you act as bodyguard or something… Hey, why don’t you go into the woods?”

	“‘Cause I’m biased. I’d skew the results,” Charlie said. “Keep talking.”

	Maybe she was scared of ghosts too, but he wasn’t about to say that to her face. “Well, as you’re bodyguarding, I head straight into the woods and light six matches, one at a time. If nothing kidnaps me, I come out and poof!” He spread his fingers in mock-amazement. “Legend debunked.” He dropped his hands on his knees and leaned as far forward as his seat belt would let him. “Is that seriously it, though? What if the devil’s just not hungry tonight?” 

	“It’s all the information we have.” Vivian unlocked her phone. It cast a glare against her glasses as she scrolled through a webpage. “Fifty years ago, Carrie O’Connor headed into the woods alone. According to a spectator, she lit six matches as she went in. Then, she disappeared. For a week, despite fervent searching, no one found her. Then, her body came out as dismembered pieces. Each one was left on the doorstop of someone prominent in town and on each piece, a dare had been carved: ‘Come into the woods and find my still beating heart.’” She darkened her phone and shivered. “Curiously, her torso didn’t have her heart. Just a gaping hole. Since then, others have dared to follow her footsteps, only to never come out. Thus, the urban legend of a devil in the woods was born.”

	Felix shuddered. It wasn’t like he didn’t know the urban legend, but hearing it always kicked his anxiety into overdrive. Somehow, kids in their town just knew the legend by the time they hit high school. Parents seldom told their kids because it invited all manner of stupidity, but through the internet and schoolyard gossip, everyone learned about it eventually. 

	Knowing it was inevitable kids would learn, schools held assemblies every year detailing why it was ill-advised to head into the woods. Beyond a hefty fine (if you were caught), it was too easy to get lost in and police didn’t have enough hands to mount a search. The town had even gone on to claim the woods as private property twenty years ago and erected a fence with warnings a plenty.

	Never stopped people. 

	Charlie eased them onto the dead-end street that would lead them right to the woods. “Think they’ll try bulldozing it again?” she asked.

	Vivian shook her head. “Every time they try, their equipment breaks.”

	She wasn’t wrong; it was eerie the way developers would show interest in the land, attempt to make it into something not as terrifying, but either their equipment broke beyond repair or their workers would cite hauntings and refuse to work. The city simply couldn’t get rid of the land and nor could they do anything with it. So, there it sat. Ominously.

	The street thinned out until empty lots flanked both sides of the crumbling blacktop. Since the city couldn’t get rid of the woods outright, they also refused to build near the them. They left the streetlights burned out as well, hoping to deter people even further. No one had any reason being down here so late; they weren’t going to encourage people by making sure it was well lit. 

	Once again, never stopped people. Felix himself had spent many a night meeting up with others in the very same dark areas to get stoned and drunk where no one could see them. 

	He sunk deeper in his seat and peeked out of the window. Charlie’s headlights illuminated the fringes of empty lots and broken curbs, but no one was milling about tonight. More of a summer thing, Felix supposed. Too cold tonight.

	Once, in a show of misplaced bravado from some mix of drugs he couldn’t remember, Felix attempted to go near the woods. All the other stoners had dragged him away and spewed paranoid conspiracies about why it was such a bad idea. Felix didn’t remember what they’d said, only that it’d scared him. Still, now that he faced meeting the woods head-on completely sober, he wished he’d taken something before he walked to Charlie’s house. Just to kill some of the edge.

	The brakes squealed and the car lurched to a sudden stop. The usual for Charlie’s car. She cut the engine and unbuckled her seat belt. “Here we are.”

	Despite living his entire life in town, Felix had never been this close to the woods. He’d seen it on the horizon, all looming spruces, pines, and oaks, but aside from his stint of misplaced bravado, he’d never had a reason to tempt fate.

	Granted, if he’d gone inside stoned out of his mind back then and gotten lost, his parents would have cut their losses, not bothering with a search. Without Felix around to clothe and feed, they’d have gone back to their plan of early retirement.

	He supposed it didn’t matter now. They were off on some business trip turned vacation. They’d never know. And besides, he was most definitely not getting lost inside.

	The chain-link fence surrounding the woods was boring, the barbed-wire across the top falling apart, while the fencing itself had seen better days with a few links already rusted through. Caution signs were tacked up every few feet, threatening a hefty fine for trespassing, but someone had graffitied obscene images across most of them.

	Beyond the fence, the brush and grass grew wild as it led the way to the line of dark spruces stretching tall into the sky. The trees created an impenetrable wall with a single dirt trail cutting inside. Somehow, the entrance was intimidating enough to make up for the lackluster fence. 

	The rest of the woods grew outward behind the first pass of trees. Practically impenetrable aside from a few more entrances Felix had heard of. This one was the one the legend specifically mentioned, the one Carrie O’Conner had used, and the one people got lost entering.

	Vivian burrowed deeper into her hoodie. “I didn’t think it’d be this cold tonight.”

	Charlie reached over and jiggled Vivian’s arm. “We’ll be back in the nice warm car in no time.”

	Except none of them had even left it yet. They sat there and stared at the foreboding shadows stretching across the car. 

	 “Why’d you want to do this at 2AM?” Felix asked.

	Vivian made a face. “I’m a terrible liar and my parents would have thrown a fit if they noticed me sneaking out. This was the only time I knew they’d be fast asleep.”

	“2AM isn’t any scarier than any other time,” Charlie said.

	Despite her proclamation, no one moved. They stared at the fence until she cleared her throat. After another hesitant second, she took the lead and left the car.

	Vivian mumbled something about wishing she’d done the story in the summer and slid out next. Felix took a deep breath, calming his nerves, and followed suit. 

	Charlie pulled a flashlight from her backpack and lit up the fence in search of anything weird. Vivian, meanwhile, snapped photos of practically everything. She even got a shot of Charlie and Felix snickering at one of the obscene images. Charlie’s good mood immediately soured and she shot Vivian one of her signature death glares while Vivian insisted she had to document the entire experience. Giggling at crude graffiti dick pics included.

	It took them an agonizingly long time to find the hole in the fence. It had been folded back into place almost perfectly so that a quick glance wouldn’t give it away. Charlie found it first, her foot caving it in as she searched for the spot, and once they freed her boot, they peeled it open. Not a tight squeeze at least, and Charlie crawled in first, Vivian quickly behind her, and Felix brought up the rear. 

	The spruces were more intimidating on this side of the fence, like the chain links were the last protection against them. Charlie drew her light across the trees and beyond the spruces, Felix caught the splashes of oranges and reds blooming for late-October. A breeze shuffled through the forest, like an exhale, and the way the trees moved reminded Felix of a flickering flame.

	He drew his shoulders up, fighting off a shiver. All he’d worn to this misadventure was a flannel thrown over a t-shirt. Not warm. Only Charlie had the sense to wear something seasonable with her leather bomber jacket.

	Moving would have helped, Felix was sure, but he was rooted in place as the three of them stayed near the fence, waiting for someone else to make the first move. Wasn’t Felix’s idea; he was staying put until one of them led. Charlie broke the standstill—again—and trudged forward.

	They made it to the dirt path leading into the woods and stopped. Every single spruce was packed so close together, the only way in was to literally follow the path made years before. It almost felt like a trap; the spruces on either side seemed to bend their branches over it like they were making a threshold for any hapless dumbass walking to their doom.

	And that would be Felix very shortly.

	Felix’s second thoughts returned as a wave crashing over him. Goosebumps crawled up his skin and he crossed his arms tightly. There had to be a reason the other stoners hadn’t let him close to the woods. This was a bad idea. He wanted to say fuck it and run back to Charlie’s car. Not that she’d give him a ride home if he chickened out now. But it was better than here.

	No. He steeled himself. Helping Vivian with her story was a good thing, even if it meant trespassing. Her blog always brightened his day, even if he never understood the science behind some of the debunking. Ever since she’d started it freshman year, he’d wanted to help her debunk anything just to say he had. Now that he had the chance, he couldn’t run away.

	Get it together, Felix, he told himself and swallowed.

	Still, he jumped when Charlie shoved the box of matches toward him. She lifted an eyebrow as he settled back down. “God, you’re gonna run, aren’t you?” she asked.

	“No way!” Felix snorted and brushed his hair back. He wanted to sound suave and cool, but the way his voice shook, the way his hands trembled, he looked anything but. 

	Charlie and Vivian glanced at each other, like they were taking mental bets on how quickly he’d run. He sighed and looked at the woods again. He needed courage somewhere. He eyed Charlie again.

	“Let me bum a cigarette off you and I won’t run.”

	Bristling, Charlie stared at him, aghast. “Excuse me?” She shot a wild look at Vivian before settling a death glare on Felix. “What makes you think I smoke?!”

	Shit. Felix glanced at Vivian—she was giving Charlie her own death glare—and then back at Charlie. He’d blown her cover. 

	“You said you’d quit!” Vivian shouted.

	“I did,” Charlie snapped. “I just... It’s slow, okay?” She slumped her shoulders. “Fuck, Felix, I thought you quit too. I stopped seeing you sneaking out too.”

	There had been many times both of them had sneaked out of school through the same broken emergency door to light up in complete silence. They’d never talked. Just finished a cigarette then headed back inside.

	“I did.” Felix held out his hand. “But I’m fucking jittery right now. Got a hidden stash?”

	Charlie huffed, a look halfway between denial and acceptance, and after an agonizing moment, she shoved a pack from inside her jacket at Felix. It was tattered and old, but there were two in there. Smoky courage.

	He took a cigarette and returned the pack before he lit it up with a match. One good drag was all it took to quiet most of his nerves. He exhaled the smoke and stubbed it out against the sole of his shoe. Good enough. He handed it back and faced the woods.

	“Remember,” Vivian said as she began recording, “go straight in and light the matches as you go. Make sure I can see them, too. Ready?”

	“Ready,” he said.

	At least, as ready as he’d ever be.

	The light from Vivian’s phone hardly illuminated the trees at all, but it wasn’t like Felix could ask Charlie to keep her flashlight on. They needed to be able to see the matches when he lit them since it was part of the urban legend. 

	He stopped in front of the first wall of trees and looked up. It felt like they went on for miles into the sky. The branches swayed together in another breeze, cascading the smell of spruces and autumn over him. He breathed in deep. Another scent intermingled with autumn made him pause. The remains of a bonfire. Odd. No one would ever dream of lighting one so close to the woods.

	He glanced back. Vivian gave him a thumbs up. If they didn’t smell it, maybe he was overthinking it. 

	With another deep breath, he pulled a match free. Time to debunk an urban legend.

	Felix followed the dirt path inside and as he stepped past the threshold, he lit the first match. It illuminated his surroundings in a flickering light and sent shadows dancing beyond the trees. 

	Another step forward and the flame went out. 

	Wind fluttered across his face. Nothing weird. Just nature psyching him out with a breeze. Felix took a calming breath, wishing he’d kept the cigarette instead of handing it back, and lit the second match. 

	More shadows danced with another step, but the flame went out with the next stray breeze. Either the matches were a fucking joke, the wind was stronger than Felix thought… 

	Or the urban legend was true.

	He needed to calm down. On the third match, he hummed to himself. It didn’t help. The sound echoed across the trees and if he didn’t know better, he swore another voice hummed with him. Too far away to be either Charlie or Vivian, and too low to be his echo. The flame on the third match flickered out just like the other two and Felix afforded himself a moment to pause.

	“Nothing’s weird,” he whispered through chattering teeth. He lit the fourth match. He’d reached the small clearing rumors said was just past the threshold. Trees curved around it like a wall, the darkness too thick beyond it to see. “It’s just breezy. I’m imagining things.” The fourth went out quicker than the others as another breeze tickled his neck, taunting him almost. 

	Lighting the fifth match, Felix raised his voice. “This isn’t fucking scary!” He’d barely taken another step before the wind stole the flame away.

	Last one.

	He struck it across the box with purpose and flinched as the light blazed brighter than the other five. With it came the strong smell of a bonfire. That couldn’t be. He hadn’t dropped any of the blown-out matches. There was nothing to make a bonfire. Yet, it smelled so close. Like it was right in front of him. Light danced off the trees, in time to a song he couldn’t hear.

	The longer he held still, searching for the devil, the stronger the bonfire’s smell became. There was no way there was a bonfire further in. His match flickered gold and white, too bright to look at, but it didn’t help Felix see any better. The trees were packed too closely together; he couldn’t go any further. The darkness beyond was like it repelled light itself.

	And then spindly fingers latched around his neck. 

	Felix lurched backward, sucking in a sharp breath. The fingers broke like they were twigs—must have been branches—and just as he went to laugh it off, the dark surged forward. Fingers found purchase around his throat. They were real. Not twigs. They squeezed his shout away and forced Felix to look up.

	An elk skull came out of the dark and stared back at him with a single eye glowing like fire inside its empty eye socket. 

	The match went out with a single breath and the entire woods sheathed themselves back in darkness. 
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II. Flashlights & Faults

	CHARLIE

	The sixth match blazed in the dark, illuminating a golden halo around Felix. Not even a moment later, it went out. Charlie rolled her eyes; he was being dramatic on purpose. Any minute now, he’d come out with that stupid grin on his face. She and Vivian waited, phone recording, but minutes dragged by and he didn’t. 

	The wind rustled, breaking the silence, and a few stray leaves scattered across the path. He still didn’t come out.

	Goosebumps crawled up the back of Charlie’s neck and she frowned. Vivian halted her recording and played the video back. Charlie leaned over to look. Before Vivian started recording, she’d changed the settings to make sure the picture was clear, even in the dark. At the end, Felix’s form was awash with light from the match and a second later, he was just gone.

	“That’s not right,” Vivian muttered and replayed the clip.

	Charlie couldn’t stop from scowling and turned her flashlight on. Her sister had bought it for her when she and Vivian first started their debunking excursions because she figured Charlie would go out regardless, so at least this way, she was safer. 

	The light pierced through the dark, illuminating the path Felix had taken, but he wasn’t there. Charlie’s heart hammered in her chest. He wasn’t there. She darted the beam of light to either side of the path, but all she saw were leaves and branches.

	“Stay here,” Charlie said and Vivian nodded. “Felix?!” Charlie’s anger sung in her voice, but she didn’t care. No one just disappeared. He was fucking with them and when she got a hold of his scrawny ass, she was going to kick it. 

	“Real fucking funny, Felix!” she shouted as she followed the trail until she was just inside. “You planned this with Jaden, didn’t you? I knew this was a mistake.” 

	Leaves crunched beside her and she turned. Nothing more than a broken tree stump and a fallen log beside her. Fury told her to kick it, but she reigned herself in and shook her head. 

	“Fine! Fuck off!” 

	She’d had enough of the woods and jumping at shadows all night. More than that, she was pissed. Vivian’s video just got fucked over by an apathetic loser probably pissing himself with laughter. She flipped off the trees and stormed out. 

	Vivian hadn’t moved; her eyes were still glued to her phone, and her mouth had twisted in the way it always did when she was deep in thought. When she didn’t react to Charlie’s return, Charlie huffed audibly and Vivian finally flinched. She caught her phone before it dropped and adjusted her glasses. 

	“This doesn’t make sense,” she said. “He just disappears.”

	“Your video’s probably missing the frame he ducked into the bushes.” Charlie spun back to the woods and shined her light on it. Nothing moved within. She scowled again. “He’s just hiding! Like a fucking coward!”

	Vivian frowned. “Would he really do that?”

	Charlie shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time someone from school fucked us over. Remember Tommy?” She and Vivian gagged at the same time. He was the most disgusting slob either of them had ever met and ruined the video with his compulsion to moon the camera in every shot. Perfect gullible bait aside, it was the worst decision they’d ever made.
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